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Open Invitation

	Very late last Monday night my mother, who is 92 and living with advanced vascular dementia, fell at the retirement community where she lives in Orono and was taken to the hospital.  As I drove to St. Joe’s ER in Bangor from Hancock at 2:00 in the morning I was, of course, praying for my mother’s welfare, but I was also having a first class pity party for myself.  Imagine me, if you will, on the Bangor Road in the dark with a little hat, blower, cake and ice cream.  I pulled over at the Dysart’s at the Route 46 junction because I was, of course, really low on gas.  And I saw an old man jumbling through the trash cans next to the pumps, looking for redeemable bottles and cans.  And I got over my pity party right away.  
	It is for every moment in our lives, but perhaps especially ones like that, that the Apostle Paul wrote, “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.”  Paul wasn’t being glib about putting on a smile when times are tough, whistling a happy tune.  He was writing to the believers in Philippi who were going through real struggles.  He tells them and us to rejoice ALWAYS, not because of what is or isn’t happening, that actually doesn’t matter to our spiritual rejoicing.  We can and should rejoice always because, whatever becomes or befalls us, Christ is near.  We rejoice in the Lord Jesus Christ because of who he is and what he makes possible in our salvation.  Nothing on earth can change that.  Even when times are hardest, when we are in danger or in pain, or when our hearts are cleft in two, the saving love of Christ remains true, a fact, and it is where we do find joy.  Paul knows that our faithful rejoicing doesn’t make life’s hardships go away, and he wrote these words from a Roman prison while he wondered if he would be set free or executed.  He was executed, scholars believe, because his trail goes cold there.  From that place he rejoiced in the Lord, and in his beloved community at Philippi.
	The harsh parable of Jesus that we just heard from Matthew’s gospel is so different in tone from Paul’s letter of encouragement to the believers in Philippi and Blue Hill, but they have the same foundation:  THE credential for citizenship in God’s reign of love is a transformed life. That IS what happens to those who believe in Christ.  And so they rejoice in Christ always.  Jesus means for his parable to be harsh and, as I said some weeks ago regarding another harsh parable, he uses vast exaggeration to hook our attention and to make his point.  He speaks the parable to the religious authorities who are out to trap him in what he says, find heresy in it, and thereby claim the responsibility of condemning him to death.  He tells a story about a king who throws a banquet for his son and invites all the “right” people, the obvious people for royal parties.  They give flimsy excuses about having too much to do, which is embarrassing for any host.  So he destroys the city – his city? – and gets his vengeance on them, yet manages to leave enough ordinary people to now invite to his banquet (no, this doesn’t make practical sense and isn’t supposed to).  It’s an open invitation, but those who accept it are expected to take it seriously.  They need to honor the occasion by dressing for it.  We who are invited to the heavenly banquet of God’s reign with Christ do have an obligation to obedience, faith, and the transformation of our lives.  The guy who didn’t dress appropriately receives the very exaggerated punishment of banishment into damnation, the opposite of that banquet.  Had he come for a free meal?  For the high-falutin status of time at the palace?  Was he there out of obligation or fear?  (We are meant to ask ourselves why we believe!)  Whatever his reasons, he wasn’t really participating, he didn’t respect what was happening, he phoned it in, he saw no corresponding obligation for himself, and that is not what Christ is asking from any of us.  Jesus says come ready to party, ready to banquet with the best of them, ready to commit to it all.  The invitation is open, but you have to mean it if you show up.
	The Philippians DO mean it, and Paul writes to them that they are his favorite community of all that he has planted.  When he was in trouble in Thessalonica, again in Corinth, and now in Rome, they sent money and other assistance.  This letter to them was brought back by a church member who had gone to Rome to bring that help.  Paul has seen with his own eyes, both in Philippi and in Rome, that their lives have been transformed by their faith.  He tells them to persevere through their difficulties – to keep on doing what they have learned from him through his teaching and his example.  He’s telling them that they already know all that they need to in order to succeed.  You’ve got this, you can fly on your own, you already are, just hold fast to what you know.  As Jesus tells his disciples shortly before his death, “But be alert; I have already told you everything.”  You know what you need to know!  Our Bibles today translate as gentleness a word that also means forbearance:  Paul says, let your gentleness be known to everyone, your forbearance be known to everyone.  Paul saw the beautiful fellowship of believers at Philippi as counter-witnesses to the destructive powers around them.  They hold out against the pressures to conform to those powers through their forbearance.  They have come to inhabit the peace of God in their community, and they do that by living with gentleness, when everything around them was based on force.  Through two millennia, Christians have confounded tyrants by remaining joyful in their Lord no matter what was done to them.
	And yet, for Paul joy is not the goal of faith.  Rather, joy in Christ is a natural spiritual outcome of faith and trust in God and Christ.  We don’t say, “We’re going be joyful, dang it.”  Instead, we live out of our faith and thus find ourselves blessed with joy, a wonderful sign of the presence of the risen Christ among us.  Joy is not an alternative to pain but an attitude in any situation that we experience because we are so confident of our liberation through Christ.  Paul describes prayer to his friends not as a tool for faithful living or for the achieving of joy, but as a relationship with God and Christ.  Joy and prayer are not an escape but an angle on all of life that places God at the center, in the midst of it all.  We have joy in all times and places because, as Paul writes elsewhere to the Romans, nothing can separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord. When we can’t rejoice in ANYTHING else, we can always rejoice in the Lord.
	Sometimes, really challenging times serve to crystalize and strengthen our faith.  I sometimes say of myself that I’m a “foul weather” Christian, for that’s when I really feel the nearness of God and Christ.  How useful to me is Paul’s instruction, especially when I am NOT in a challenging place, when what is front and center in my life are its trivialities, it’s regular complexities, some discord here and there.  No crisis.  That’s when God does not seem as near to me.  Paul teaches us that the everyday work of love, gentleness, and prayerful living may be undramatic but yet -- it is the joyful core of how to live.  Spiritual fireworks are a thrill, but the ordinary time of regular days is the heart of our discipleship, our discipline.  Paul tells the believers in Philippi and Blue Hill that WE have a story of faith, personally and collectively.  We know one another by name, we honor and support each person’s efforts as they strive to live “in Jesus.”  And all of this makes us live with gratitude for each other, and for the community we have, rejoicing in Jesus.  Paul tells his first and twenty-first century friends that our faith communities are not perfect, but he loves us because of the authenticity of our faith and struggles.  He tells us to focus on all the things we DO see going right, and to look for inspiration to the ordinary, remarkable people around us.  There will always be something to worry about, he says, so let’s pray on it, and build that relationship with Christ, because when we can’t rejoice in ANYTHING else, we can always rejoice in the Lord.  Amen.
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